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GALLATIN COUNTY, MONTANA (See also responses to Paul Kruse, Representative of Cooperating Counties)
Page 1.  There is no requirement in CEQ regulations (§1502.14) to justify a preferred alternative, just to name one or more alternatives as preferred in the DEIS
if there is a preference.  The purpose of identifying the preferred alternative is so agencies and the public can understand the lead agency’s orientation
(§1502.14(e)).  The entire comment letter is a criticism of the preferred alternative, and as this comment indicates, the purpose is to convince the NPS to “select
a different proposed action.” In fact NPS will indicate a new preference in the FEIS, which technically addresses this point.

NPS acknowledges the commenter feels there isn’t sufficient support for selecting the preferred alternative, and that there is disagreement on the nature and
level of impacts.  The commenter should note that a final decision has not yet been made in consideration of the full range of alternatives in an FEIS.
Comments about the rationale for or against the preferred alternative are given too much weight at the expense of the range of alternatives.  The rationale for
the preferred alternative does not set the scope of analysis.  NEPA (CEQ Regulations) does not make stipulations about the rationale for selecting a preferred
alternative in an EIS; in fact there is no requirement for stating the rationale in an EIS.  It stipulates that in a final EIS, a preferred alternative must be identified.
The statement of preference for one or more alternatives in a draft EIS is discretionary, depending upon whether the agency has a preference at that point
(§1502.14(e)).

Therefore, the identification of a preferred alternative in a DEIS should be regarded by the public as extremely tenuous.  This is because an EIS is to serve as a
means of assessing impacts of proposed agency actions “rather than justifying decisions already made” (§1502.2(g)).  The FEIS preferred alternative may be
viewed more as a “precursor” decision, which will only become final in a Record of Decision that expresses the rationale for the choice.  In any case, it is clear
that merely the expression of a preferred alternative, by itself, can in no way invalidate the entire EIS analysis.  The decision maker can select any of the
alternatives in a Final EIS through consideration of a variety of factors, including but not limited to environmental impacts.

The bulk of the comments in this letter express why alternative B is not acceptable to the writer, using much of the impacts disclosure in the DEIS.  We reiterate
the purpose of an EIS – to disclose impacts of the proposed action and alternatives to it.  NPS will respond directly to any other comments that refute the
analysis in general.  Where the County’s assessment of impacts disagrees with that of the NPS, both viewpoints will be represented – as in the DEIS.  Though
the County’s strong objection to alternative B may be persuasive in the final decision (see above), there is no information presented in this letter that would
alter the essential features of that alternative or remove it from consideration.

A final note is that the comments in this letter have been directed at the preliminary draft EIS that was provided to cooperating agencies for comment before
publication of the DEIS.  The DEIS was adjusted to respond to substantive comments from the cooperators.  Therefore, page references in the letter and some
of the content does not actually apply to the DEIS.
Page 2.  NPS affirms its statement that this impact is negligible, considering the regional economy.  The DEIS states on page 198 that a $12.4 million loss in a
$12.7 billion economy is negligible, especially as this is a worst-case scenario.  It is likely that some visitors would continue to come to the GYA in the winter,
and it is likely that others would choose to take advantage of a different type of experience.  The DEIS goes on to state that despite the negligible loss in a
regional economy, the impact would be felt mostly in small communities surrounding the parks.  The same information is conveyed in the DEIS in relation to
the 3-state regional economy.  NPS is responding to cooperating agencies that feel that the economic analysis on 17 counties dilutes the effects for counties that
are most immediately affected.  NPS will determine and report on the projected impacts for the 5-county area.
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GALLATIN COUNTY, MONTANA (See also responses to Paul Kruse, Representative of Cooperating Counties)
Page 2.  In many other respects, the commenter might be appreciative of a dispassionate analysis.   The cooperators are nearly unanimous in requesting NPS
ignore the emotional content on wildlife, air, water and other “protection” issues and rely instead on “good science.” NPS has a more optimistic view about the
business community in general and, as stated, feels that it will find ways to adapt and profit from its proximity to public lands.  NPS also notes from hearings
and other comments that some of that community does not agree with the commission nor support NPS in addressing critical resource issues.
Page 3.  Re: Preferred alternative.  Partly in response to the overall non-support of plowing the road, NPS expresses a new preferred alternative in the Final EIS.
This alternative would provide oversnow motorized access from West Yellowstone to Old Faithful, and allow visitors to experience the park by snowcoach.
Page 3.  Re: Alternative B, affordable winter visitation.  The stated purpose of plowing the road (DEIS, page 28) is to “improve affordable access.” A thorough
reading of the EIS would reveal that a required impact topic in an EIS is to evaluate the effects of a proposed action on socially or economically disadvantaged
populations (DEIS, page 80).  These populations are characterized on page 90 in the DEIS, and the effects on those populations are disclosed in the
socioeconomic section for each alternative (DEIS, pp 176, 199, 224, 245, 260, 274, 288).  The stated impacts on socially or economically disadvantaged
populations are not used as “justification” for plowing in alternative B, although there would certainly be some economic and environmental justice in doing so.
Page 3.  Re: Visitor experience.  The commenter is encouraged to separate the criteria for selecting an alternative from the process of disclosing impacts for all
alternatives.  The decision criteria, or factors considered by the decision maker in making his or her choice, will be explained at the time a legal decision is
made.  Comments arguing about the rationale for the preferred alternative in the DEIS are most applicable to the decision that has yet to be made.  Directly to
the point of this comment, the new preferred alternative in the FEIS would limit winter visitors, would allow oversnow machine travel, and would eliminate
noise and pollution from snowmobiles.  Alternative B does the same, except that it would allow snowmobiles in the parks – except from West Yellowstone.
Page 4.  Re: Natural quiet.  The sound analysis will be more comprehensive for all alternatives in the FEIS.
Page 5.  Re: Chronic harassment of wildlife.  In part to address the issue of impacts from humans on wildlife, a carrying capacity study for visitor use will be
completed in a timely manner after the Record of Decision (regardless of which alternative is decided upon) and the FEIS will set interim visitor use levels.
More explanation of the carrying capacity issue will be included in the FEIS.
Page 5.  Re: Potential for impacts.  Impacts discussed in the section titled Unavoidable Adverse Impacts (DEIS page 317) are drawn from the explanation of
assumptions and detailed analysis of alternatives in Chapter IV of the DEIS.  NPS feels there is adequate support for the statement in question.
Page 5.  Re: Cumulative impact analysis.  The EIS and Plan are of a programmatic nature.  It has been NPS’ expressed intent from the beginning of the process
to prepare a programmatic Plan (§1508.18(b)(2) and (3)).  This would be the purpose of preparing a “comprehensive EIS.” There should have been no illusions
that a plan of this magnitude would be based upon detailed, site-specific data in order to make every decision possible relating to winter use.  This
programmatic approach is acceptable under the law.  Such documents make decisions and allocations at a general level and defer many specific project
decisions (implementing the plan) to a later date.  Some site-specific decisions will require additional NEPA analysis and a new decision that is “tiered”
(§1508.28) to, or supported by, the programmatic plan.  For these analyses, the assessment of cumulative impacts must be done in accordance with the CEQ
regulations.
Page 5. Re: Snowmobile emissions.  The emissions analysis will be more comprehensive for all alternatives in the FEIS.
Page 6. Re: Water quality.  The analysis of emissions impacts on snowpacks, water quality and aquatic resources will be updated in the FEIS using information
not available for the DEIS.
Page 6.  Re: Park infrastructure.  Costs associated with winter use alternatives may be found in DEIS Appendix F (Vol.  II).
Page 6.  Re: Park improvements.  As the commenter points out, there are impacts associated with the preferred alternative in the DEIS.  There are impacts
disclosed for all alternatives, as is the nature and purpose of an EIS.  The commenter misses the point of the process and confuses the eventual decision with
disclosure of impacts through the range of alternatives.


